scientists now believe that. They know that misconduct exists and that, unchecked, it can undermine public regard for science and scientists.
Two major studies to be released in the next year reflect this shift in attitude. Significantly, they have been instigated by leading scientists. One study, by the InterAcademy Council, is looking at international aspects of misconduct. Sharp disparities in investigative procedures -and the lack of any such procedures, or responsible officials, at many institutions outside the United States -are problematic, given that an increasing proportion of research involves collaborators from more than one country.
Robbert Dijkgraaf, co-chairman of the Inter Academy Council, is one of the people leading the study. He hopes that, when its findings are released this year, governments and research agencies around the world will use them as a template to improve training and enforcement of good research conduct. The second study, by the US National Academy of Sciences, will report in 2013. It is likely to call for far-reaching changes in how US agencies define and police misconduct. Since the 2000 decree, agencies have regarded only 'falsification, fabrication and plagiarism' as misconduct: the academy may call for this definition to be widened in line with an emerging global consensus to include most other sorts of unethical behaviour, such as falsely attributed authorship.
Last December, for example, Canada established a Tri-Agency Framework for the Responsible Conduct of Research at its main funding agencies. The framework oversees publicly and privately funded research and has a secretariat to support university misconduct investigations.
Britain is also finally taking some faltering steps to address the issue. In July, universities adopted a voluntary concordat that obliges them to investigate misconduct allegations. Some research leaders want to leave it at that but others, led by Michael Rawlins, chairman of the UK National Institute for Health and Clinical Excellence, demand further action to ensure that cases are properly investigated.
Current scientific leaders have the opportunity to take the initiative and stamp down hard on fraud. Next year's National Academy study won't use language as divisive as Ryan's, but it could usher in a more consistent US system to handle misconduct, which could percolate around the globe. The international report will help governments and agencies to pursue miscreants across borders. Together, the studies represent a historic opportunity to deal with what is, perhaps, the single most potent threat to science's prestige. ■ WORLD VIEWA personal take on events
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